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Freedom of speech has been defended by liberal theorists for various instrumental and respect-based reasons. But 
many liberals have also advocated limits to free speech based on the offence or harm it can cause. Among the most 
prominent examples of the relevant kinds of offence or harm are those supposedly caused by hate speech and 
pornography. 

I shall here examine, and reject, a widely employed harm-based argument for limiting freedom of speech. 
I shall call this the "social causation argument". According to this argument, practices like hate speech and 
pornography should be limited or banned because they undermine people's dignity, equal status, or equal rights, 
where the relevant "undermining" mechanism is implicitly assumed to involve a relation of social causation, either 
between the speaker and the self-perception of those who feel insulted or degraded, or between the speaker and 
third parties who become more likely to act in ways that would violate equal basic rights (pornography causes 
behaviour that harms women; hate speech causes behaviour that harms minorities). 

I begin by reconstructing the grounds of equal basic rights, which I have elsewhere argued to include a 
kind of respect called 'opacity respect'. Opacity respect involves a refusal to engage in practical reasoning based 
on the degrees of people's basic agential capacities, beyond a minimal threshold above which all individuals qualify 
as 'moral persons'. Agents are due respect as such, and this respect involves adopting an external perspective, 
refusing to 'look inside' them and to reason on the basis of measurements of the very capacities in which their 
moral agency consists. Taking moral agents as given – treating persons as opaque in this sense – is essential to 
their basic equality. It serves to ground the liberal view that external freedom is 'non-specifically valuable', and 
that each person is entitled to an equal measure of external freedom. And it also rules out the kind of causal 
reasoning appealed to in the "social causation argument" mentioned above. Such reasoning involves ascribing 
basic agential weaknesses to particular moral persons or groups of moral persons. It disrespects their moral agency 
in such a way as to contradict their basic moral and political equality. Thus, it is the prohibition of hate speech or 
pornography (when justified in this way), rather than their toleration, that liberal and democratic theorists ought 
to see as "undermining dignity and equal standing". 
 


